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THE WHITE HOUSE 

WASH I NGTON 


SECRET - PERSONAL, May 23, 1962 


MEMORANDUM FOR 


THE PRESIDENT 


Your remark yesterday afternoon that you wondered 
whether we hadn't been a bit hasty in moving forces into Thailand 
prompts me to give you my own views for what little comfort 
they may afford. 

I think that you not only took the correct decision, but also 
that it had to be taken with deliberate speed. 

Laos is a chess game which was more than half played out 
before you sat down to the board. The result is that the number 
of moves now available to you are limited by what has gone on 
in the past. Because of the weakness of the human resources 
in Laos, both the Communists and ourselves have been led to 
intervene on behalf of our local clients. It is only by balancing 
the degree of intervention on each side that anything like a 
breathing spell has been achieved over the past 13 or 14 months. 
Your policy has been to take advantage of this breathing spell 
to try to reduce the intervention on both sides, so that east-west 
competition in Laos will be carried on in the political and economic 
fields, rather than on the battle field. 

This policy has two basic requirements: first, that we 
maintain the uneasy balance of military forces which support the 
cease fire; and second, that we simultaneously press for the 
formation of a government of national union. 

It was to redress the balance which had been upset by the 
Communists at Nam Tha that you ordered the military moves 
into Thailand. Had you delayed doing so, I think (but could never 
prove) that you would have run the very great risk of seeing a 
military disintegration in Laos which would have made neutraliza- 
tion of the country impossible. 
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We all recognize, of course, the lamentable fact that 
the second basic requirement has taken longer than it should 
have to achieve. In our two lengthy conversations with Phoumi, 
Bill Sullivan and I kept hammering at him that time was running 
out on him and on us. Ambassador Brown and General Boyle 
predicted even more accurately that the Communists could be 
expected to strike at Nam Tha before the rainy season. Your 
decision to send a relatively small number of U. S. forces to 
Thailand has, I think, given Phoumi and ourselves one last 
chance to get a Souvanna government. It has also probably 
had the desirable effect of focussing Marshal Sarit's wandering 
attention on his northern provinces. All in all I think it was 
exactly the right thing to do. 

You are doubtlessly concerned over tying U. S. forces 
down in a new area. I do not think that this is an inevitable 
result of your decision. On the contrary, it would seem to me 
that we should consider withdrawing substantially all of our forces 
from Thailand as soon as possible. We have demonstrated that 
we have the will and the ability to move them in quickly when we 
think it is necessary. That is the real deterrent. It might be 
both a reassurance and a warning to the Soviets and to the Chinese 
were we to withdraw as soon as we had some indication that a 
cease fire had been restored, and that serious negotiations were 
under way. In connection with any such withdrawal, I would 
think we might also consider increasing our military assistance 
and civic action programs in the northern provinces of Thailand. 

While I do not believe that Averell has reached his own 
conclusions on precisely when we might withdraw, I do know that 
he agrees completely with me that your decisions last week were 
correct. We are far from out of the woods, but at least we still 
have a chance in the area. 




Michael V. Forrestal 
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